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THE SITUATIONAL INTERVIEW:
EXAMINING WHAT FEOPLE SAY VERSUS WHAT THEY DO VEXSUS WHAT THREY RAVE DONE

Abstract

Two studies werc conducted to itust the vzlidicy of th2 gliuaric-al
interview, 1In tha fiv¢st study a concorrent validity ttwa-esy chuved that
there is a correlutius between what people in au futecvizw seciiuj say
they dc un the job and what they actuwally dc on the 3¢l us rapozied by
both peers and supa:visvin. Furthevmore, a sicuational wpproach o inter-
viewing appcere profirzi:le  to askit ;g puople dircit quostions ubvat clieir
past zxperi acss., i szeoad stuly used 2 nendictite validiny sexstasy fo

test tha theoretical preaise of che situatic..:il Intzrview, name.ry, that

inteniions predi:t b=k:vlor.
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THE SITUATIONAL INTERVIEW:

", EXAMINING WHAT PEOPLE SAY VERSUS WHAT THEY DO VERSUS WHAT THEY HAVE DONE

One of the mwost fregquently documented faiiures in the industriale-

organizational psvcnology literature is the inability of the selectiocn inter-

view to identify who is likely tc perform a job in a satisfactory manner
(Mayfield, 1964; Ulrich & Trumbo, 1766: Wagner, 1949). Much rescarch time
and effort was expended in the 196C's and early 1970's documentinz vhy the
interview yields dicaprointing results as a selection device (e.g., lakel,
Dobmeyer & Dunnette, 1970; Webster, 1954; Wakley, Yukl, Kovacs & Sanders,
1972).

Litrle vescarch, however, has been done recently to improve the validity
of the selection interview (Tenopyr & Celtjen, 1982). One early study which
did demonstrate the effectivencss of a2n intcrview procedure was couducted by
Ghiselll (1966). This procedure involved acking interviewees specific quos-
tions about their pust experiences. Using this method, Ghiselli was able to
prodict succesafully the job tenure of stock brokers (r = ,35).

Ghisclli's procedure vas us follows: The interviswar was given no
information about ri:> {iterviewee cxczpt the person’'s name and iiie branch
effice for which the applicant was being considered as an amployee. Each
interviewce was askod what he oc she had done (e.g., what coll~ze hed been
sttended), why it had been done (e.g., why a pirticular branzh of the mili-
tary had beon choasen), what dutles tic jorson had verformed in various jobs,
and how well the person had performed them. Finally, the applicants were

ssked why they wanted to become a stockbroker, what they thought sbout the




job, and what “hey thought rhey would derive from 1it.

It should be not2d tha: questions of a personal nature were not asked.

‘If an intervievee volunteered information of a personal nature (c.g., rela-

tionships with parents or spouse, religious and political preferences,

¢hildhood experiences) the individual was told that the information was mot
pertinent to the Interview.

In summary, Ghisclli's procedure is a method for collecting informatica
about 2 person's past experiences to predict the person's work behavioyr.
The only "inferential luxury" Ie allowed himvelf was based on his estinate

of what eazh person knaw of the job cpening. He hypothesized correctly that

reople who know wha: they are “getting into" are more likely to be wmore
successful than pecple who lack this knowledge.

In a covprehensive reviaw of the literature, Tenopyr and Oeltjen (1982)
found that one of the few interview procedures other than Ghicelli's that
guccescfully predicts performance 18 the situational interview (Lathen, Saari,
Pursell & Cazpicn, 1980), Whereas Ghiselli's method is based on a fundamental
axion of psychology, namely, that past tehaviors are among the best predictor:
of future behaviors, the situational interview is based on the premise that
a person's behavior is rclated to kis cr her present goals or intentions.

The two procadures are similar in that a person's past expeviences .
undoubtedly affect responses to interview questions rczardless of the format.
In both procedures queccions of a personal nature are avoided. Finully, both

procedures incorporate irplicizly the importance of a realistic job preview

(Wanous, 1980). Ghiselli's procedure ascertains the extent to which an

spplicant has acquire! knowledge of the job prior to the intervicw; Lathan




et al.'s procedure provides this information to the interviewee throuzh the

questions thcuselves. That is, the questions are derived from a systematic
.305 analysis, namely, the critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954). The
questions sre bas2d directly on incidents or situations that were identified
in the fob analysis. The zpplicant is told that the situations are those
that a job iacumbent could expect to encounter frequen:ly. The fcllowing
two incidents should illustrate this peoint.

(1) Near the end of your shift you are moving through the plant to clean
an area your supervisor has told you is badly in necd of cleauing
before you leave. As you po by, enother euployee calls to you, and
s8ays he needs help getting the production equipment in operation.

This will not laave you enough time to finish your work. What would

you do?

(2) One aftcrncon ycu are werking on a projcct for the office minager that
needs to be finished by quitting time, The Region Vice President, for
vhom you alsc ¢o work, comes to you at 4:30 p.m. and hands you a hand-~
vritten letter that he wants vou to type and get out in the msil as
s00a a3 pcssible. If you typ» this letter you vili not be able to
meet your decidlinc cn tha project. Wnhat weuld vou do?

The situational interview differs from that used by Ghis«1li in that
rather than focusing on an applicant's past behavior, the focus is on the
aprlicant's present goals or intentions. The applicant 1s asked, "What
would you do if ...7" or "How would you deal with this situation?” Another
characteristic of the situaiional interview is that 2 scoring key is devel-

oped to illustrate cr huench mark 1 (poor), 3 (average), and 5 (excellent)

answers. The beach marks are wricten in terms of observable behavioral
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responses (e.g., 1 - "1'd stay home," 2 - "1'd phone my supervisor,” 5 -

"1'd come to work”). Thus int:robserver reliability is faci{litated.

Ghigselli himself was the interview~r using his procedure. Thus, the inter-
Pbserver reliability of his procedurc is not known.

An advantage of Chiselli'c procedure is that the information elicited
from interviewccs has the potential for being verificd by former employers
vho are willing to answer s:raightforward job-related questions. This is a
disadvantage of tie rituarional intervicw. This problen is offset by the
fact that the questions are presumably sufficiently complex (as in a case
study) that "gcod" answers axe not intuitivaely cbvious. As a result the per-
son bainn interviswed staves his/her actual intentions. This assumption is
supno-ted by three previcus studiee (Latham et al., 1980) where significanc
cirrela-inns vere obtainced between respunses obtaiuec to interview questions
and behavior on the job. If the 'correct answers"” to the questivas were
transparent to the interviewees, it is likely that a restriction in range
in respenscs to the nuestions would have precluded correlations that werc
slgnificaat. Every intorvieweec would have made similar, if not identical,
respouscs to the questions.

A potential problem with Ghiselli's approach is that it mzy tend :o
discrizinate againcst paople who have no: baen given the opnortunity to engage
in certain behaviors in the past. This is less of a problem with the citua-
tional intervisw Lecaur: of 1ta forus solely on goals or incentions. The
problem remains oaly to the extent that one's past experiences are so impov-
erighad that the interviewee has no way of knowing how he or she might behave

under different conditicas.
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In suzmary, it would appear an interview procedure identifvinz elther

a person's past behavior: or behiavicral intentions can be a succescful
Etrategy for selection. The purpose of this parer is to report the results
pf twe stadier, each with a different objective.

The purpose of the first study is applied in nature. Here it was hypo-
thesized that wnat people state they do in an interview setting cerrelates
with what they actually do on the job as reported by sup2rvisors and peers.
In additicn, the advantage of asking what people do rather than what they have
done was compured. |

Tha obiective of the second study was tc respond to the venucxt of
Tenopvr and Geltjen (1982 {~r o raplication of Studvy 3 by Latham et ci.
(19830). That studv uvced a prediztive validity design to show that a persea's
intestions or posals ewpressed ia wn dnterview setting correlate with subse-

c¢uant behavicr on the jcb.
STLTY 1
Method

Sudjects

Al) 29 cffice clerical perconnel in a regional office of a major wood
products company pavticipated in thir study. All were femzles who had worked
for the corzany an average of 6 years (SD = &4.4). The primary dutics of

these penple include typing, {iling, and rcaponding to in-coming telephone

calis.

oy




Procedure

The study involved three major steps: (1) the development of 2 rer-
formance appraisal instrument; (2) the development of a selection interview
consisting of 20 situational questions plus the 5 questions used by Ghiselli
(1966); and (3) a concurrent validation srrategy conducted by correlating
interviewees' responses with supervisory, peer, and self assesszents of per-

formance on the job.

The performance appraisal instrument was develop: rom 8 systematic
.
job analysis, rcomelv, the critical incident tecknique ‘nagan, 19543.
Fifteen job incusbenre and fcur supevvisors were inter .ed to cbtain the

eriticail incidents which were then categorized by the authors into beliavioral
observation sceles (ESs; Lacham & Wexley, 1981). The BOS defined nine job
dimensicnn (e.n., techaical skills; interpersonal skills; initfative/motiva-
tion). Fach sc:le or dlmension ccntained % to 14 behavioral items (c.g., can
type 50-60 words per minute; fccuses ou problems rather than personalities;
reets deadlines vith no prcapting). A 5-point Likert-type scale (Almost
Never - Almost Alwcvs) appeared beside each behavioral item. Advantages cf
BOS as an appralsal tool have teecn described in detail clsewhere (Latham G
Wexley, 1381),

The situational Zmterview wa- developed by derivirg 20 questions from
the critical incideants ebtained in the job analysis. For exrmple, the follow-
ing ques:tion was cev:loped from sn Incident that had been categorized under
the dimcnsion "Inttiative/Motivation':

“For the past wcek ycu have been comsistently getting the jobs

that are the most time cursioring (e.g., poor handwriting, complex.

statistical work). You know it's nobody's fault because you have
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been simply taking the jobs in priority order. You have just

JREPERE

picked up your fourth job of the cday and it's another loser.

Vhat would you do?"

In addition to the 20 situational questions, the 5 questions devcloped o
by Ghiselli (196€) were included in the situational interview. The 5 Ghiselli
questions are listed below:

(1) What have you done in the past in terms of experience und/or formal
tratning that is relevant to this job? ¢

(2) Why did you do it?

(3) What were your activities?
(4) How well did vou do it?
(5) Wiyy did you want this job? ‘ .
For ecch of the 25 interview questions (20 situational, 5 Ghiselli), stan-
dardized bench-marked answers (1 = poor, 3 = average, 5 = excellent) were devel-
oped by the supervisors ol the office clerical employees is was done to
facilitste objective scoringz of the respenses by the present authors who had
been askcd by the company to conduct the iaterviews. For exarple, che bench
rark answers for tho prezeding situatienal intervicw question are: 1 = Thus®
through the pilc and tale asnother job; 3 = Couwplain to the coordinator, but do

the job; 5 = Take the job without ccmplaining ond do it. Alsc, as an exarmple,

the benchmatke for the Ghiselli question, "What have you done in the past in

terns of experience and/or formal training that is relevant to this job?" are:

1 = Not much, but erioy working with people: 3 = Work experience only, or {

education only; 5 = Formal training beyond high school and relevant work exper-

ience.




Following the development of the sclection interview, each of the 29

office clericzl people was interviewed by one of the suthors. The responses
'iere correlated with the 20S completed by supervisors, peers, and the job
incumbents themselves.

For aach of the 29 employecs, the BOS were completed by (1) her super-
visor, (2) 3 to 5 peers, and (3) the employee herself. Supervicory aopraisals
were collected because this {s the normative practice in this corcanization.
Peer zppraisal-~ ware collected because they can proQide a stable valid measure
relatively free of the biases and idiosyncrasies of a single rater (Latham §
Wexley, 19561).

Self appraisals wer: collectcd despite the fact that such appraisals
way lead to iaflated ratings. However, no studies have used self ratings
with EOS. Downs, :arr ané Colbeck (1978) found that when the self appraisal
"is confinad to essentizlly behavioural tests which take place within the
visual field of the tzstee ..., i.c., the testee is visually sble to observe
her cwn pericimence"” (Downs et al., 1978, p. 276), self appraisals can be
valid.

The self and peer ratings were obtained in meetings with croups ¢f 9 to
12 office staff perscnnel. They rated themselves and 3 to 5 co~workers whose
names appeared on & i1ist given to each individual. The peer ratings lists
were compiled by randomly selecting individuals who had frequent job contact
with one another.

The supervisory ratings were made by each perscn's immediate supervisor
at the same time that the self and peer ratings were deing obtained. 1In
total, there were four supervisors who made the ratings. Everyone (super-

visors, job incurbents) received s training course (L~ ham, Wexley & Pursell,
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1975; Purscll, Dossett o Latkaw, 1960) to help ther minimize making rating
errors when evafuating others. The evaluations were madas at arpro:imutely
‘the -ame time the ioterview: were conducted. No ome had any imowledpe of
the scores these people cbtained in their iaterview when completing the
BOS.

A concurrent validity wodel was used for four reasons. First, a pre-
dictive validity model was not possible due to the s:z2il number of job open-
irgs that occur ir this orgcalzation on a yesrly basi:s. Second, the American

Psvehelogicel Aioac. itaon, Livision of Indu.crial-Urganizatione.l Fichology

(1381) Princapiz-. for 3Selection Proceduvres gtate explicitiy chat concurrent
studles preovide useful estamares of validity., Barrverr, Thillips cud Alevan-

der (1281} have chown that not only hes the rconcoptual distinction betwuen

precistive ari concurrent validity been exapgerated, but more im;ortantly,
“ihe differenccs tha! ray o:ist Lhave never keen shown to render concurrent
veijdaty dnacaur.ty 23 3 ¢stirate of predis-ive validity... these differ~
erces, if prssent, have 3 vinim:cl {rmract on the magnitude ¢f an obtai=wed
validity coefffci.ns” (Tarretr =t #l., 1681, p. 1). Alithcugh Barrett's work
wWAg rustricted to coygultive tesztc, nrevious vork using the situarional inter-
vicw chownd that partialling cut expurience did not alieet the magnitude of
the corrclacion coeflidcicat (Larham et al., 198C). Finally, and umost
izportantl:, this stu~y wis applled in naturc. We were no: intcrested in
showi: urddirectiomel cuwsaliry, nencly, that dncenticns affeet behavicr.,
The 8022 putpose c¢f this siudy 118 o determine whother a relationzhip exists
bctwaen what ig gaid n an intorvice end wiat s deae on thi job. Such a
relutic. ship, i* fi exlsts, would be of major irportance to crployars resdrd-

lese 0f z-zun.cioms of causal’ty. In this respect the study is interactional

N
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in nature (Terborgz, 1931) in that it recognizes that behavior is the func-
tion of a continuous process of the multidirectioral interaction betvaen

the individual and vhe situstion encountered.

Results

Tre mean:, standard deviations, znd internal consistencies of the
Chiselli questions, situational interview and BOS completed by supervisers,
peers, and job incuzlents are shown in Table ). The intercorrelations aron;
the rater groups are s!owu in Table 2. Thie supervicory 2mu. pcer ratings

cerrelated sign:fi-intly with one a2nother.

- e e e e e e e e e e s e a e am e =

Insert Tables 1 and 2 sbout here.

The correlation betwe.:n the Ghiselli itrems and the siteational interview
was .15 (n.s.). The correlation betweon each interview procedure and the EOS
is shown in Table 2, -long with iultipla R values. Only the situationsl
intervirw cerrelzted signi{icancly vwith sepervisery, peer, 18 seli ratings

of job performance. <Shiselli's vrocedure correlatad significantly only with

s:1f 17tines of periotrance. When job exmerience was parti~llev out, none

Irsezy T#ble 3 abcut here.

- - - - - e e - = o e

In oider to furtiicr cxamine the rzlative contributions of thce situa-
tional interview nnd the Chiselll question:, multiple regressioc: equaticns
ware calculeted usiag a hierarchical method. When the situaticnil interview
responses were entered first into a multiple regression equation, followed
by the rcsponscs to Chiselli's questions, the amount of variance accounted
for in cach of the dependent varisbles (supervisory, peer, and sclf ratings)
did not increase significantly over that accounted for by the situational
interview alone. However, when the reverse was done, the increase in the

amount of variance accounted for by the situations) interview was eignifi-

R N TS
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cant (p < .05) for each of the dependent variables.

Discussion

The significance of this study is threcfold. First, the results of
the situational interview show that there is a relationship btetucen goals or
intentisns expressed in an interviev and behavior on the jcb. Thet goals
correlate with b:navier is among the most robust findings in the jpavcholog-
icel Iiterature on metivrider {Locke, Shaw, Saari & Lathaxz, 1981). This is
the fourth time this finding has been found to be epplicidle to the :cl=c-
tion ldirerature. Lathem et al. (1952) found support for intentions corres-
peadicg to behavior v.ith two grouds of entry level erployees as wcll as
firsi-linc supervizozs. Job experience was not found to moderate this rela-
tiongship. The yresent‘s:udy uas repaicated these findings with clerical
employees.

Second, significant correlations with performsnce measures were cbtained
in thic and the three previous interview studies (Lathcm et al., 1980)
despite the use of ~uall sample sizes (i.e., 49, 63, 56, and 29, vespectively).
We baldase that chr-fe outes ..t oceursed bty adhwring to Wornmiment zaed Comp-
bell's (1968) plea tu dcvelop predicters that cre not only realistic sazples
of behavior, bur ar: os cimilar to the criteria as pessidble. In these
studies the performance criteria consist of observatle behaviors derived
from a job aaalysis. The intervicw questions are derived from the same job
analysis. The interview quostions tap behaviorsl imtentions.

Third, and the major finding of the study, was that the situational

inter iew wes fourd to Letter correrpord to job performance than Chisclli's

JUNRRE b
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interview vhich assesses past experiercec, This is encouraging from the

standroint of affirmative 2cticn peolicies whereby an erphasis on a peraern's

Past could lead to selectin:: decisices that adversely impact certsin groups

of people. Previous studics have gshown that the situstional interview can

predict the job performznce of both fZemales and blacks (Latharm et al.,

1980).
£TRDY 2

& limisatrion of Srudv 1 and twd of the three stiacdies that poocedcd it
(Lathar et al., 1623) 1e tle use of a concurrent validiey design. The

deczign precludes assumptiour regardiag unidirectional causzlity. The

theoretical rationuale cf the sgituztisnal interview is that a person's poals
or intentions jprudict cubdswguent bropavior on the job. Thus from a theoreti-
cal standpoint, a predictive validity strategy must be vsed. Only onc of the
three studies conducted praviovusiy by lathum et al. used ¢ predictive valid-
ity design, 2nd that, ‘rcazuse of itws sadall sample size, needs replicatio::
(Tencpyr & Oeltrinsn, 1922).

A potential limitati~n of the firet stuldy reported here is the potan-
tial prodiex o leck of independence among the varicus sources of data and
instruzcnt Zevoleopmont.  Job inzusbents were the source of critical inci-
vztunrs and e2)f ratings a5 well as statexsnts of behaviorel

dentz, poer

intentions.

From a ratiornal standpnint this issue was not a problem. No mere tharn
five ircidents were collected frow one induvidual. It is unlikely that these
five incidenrs would provide a cemprihensive das:ription of the behavioral

domain of thig one i+3ividual. The appruical instrument was based on a

A —
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composite of the collected incidents. Nevertheless, a predictive validity
study would provide empirical dara regarding both issues: causality and

independence of measures. Thus the following study was conducted.
Method

Sample

Fntr; level utility peopie (n = 349) were recruited for work in a8 news-
print aill, The mil} was being started up for tre first time. Tre appli-
cants were recruited from across the United States. Of the 349 people inter-
viewed, 157 were hired. 7ne mean age of the two groups was 29.76 (Sh =

7.56) and 26.51 (SD ~ 6.82), respectively.

Procedura .

Hiriang decisions were based primarily on £ecommendations and the will
manager's knowledge of the applicant's reputation in the industry. Tnus an
opportunity was available to conduct & predictive validity study using the
eituational interview.

The interview and bench marks were developed by the company's personnel
department and lin: superintendents independently of the auvthors. The inter-
view consisted of 21 questions. 7The interview was conducted by twe to three
penple (at least one superintendeut and one person from persomnel). The
interview ancwers were scored independently by the interviewers. Upon com-
pleting the scorin:, discussion wzs held uatil consensus was reached cn an
overall score for the applicant.

Three years later, the present authors were asked to develep BOS for

sppraisal purposes. The five job dimensions were safety, work habits, job

= T

™ Jaomemy gy
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knowledge and ability, interactions with peers, and interactions with
supervisor.

First line supervisors received training (Latham et al., 1975; Pursell
st al., 1980) on ubjectiviry/accuracy in making sppraisals. None of these
people, including the authors, had knowledge of a job incumbent's aéore on
the situstional interview three years ezrlier. The first 1line supervisors

completed the BOS on the utiiity people.
Results

Table 4 shows the internal coasistency and the intercorrelations among
the BOS muzsures. Table 5 shows the mean BOS sceres using a 0 - 4 point
scale. The applicants (n = 34Y) performed no differently on the situational
interview (X = 80.02, SD = 12.17) than did the peorle who were subsequently

hired (rn = 157, X = 81.25, SD = 12.56).

- A ww an s W Ee AP G G G Ee W A s &

The correlation betrween verformance in the interview and subsequent
performance on the job was significant (p < .05) &5 assegsed by the composite

BOS (r = .14).
Discussion

This study is tie fifth in a series of iavestigations to determine
wvhether there 13 a relztionship between what is ssid in the interview and
what is done on the job. Twc studies including the present one have shown
that intentions affect behavior. This 1s not to deny that subsequent behav-
{or can and will affect furture intcuntions. It simply shows that present

intentions do in fact predict oubsequent behavior. Thus study 3 of Lathan

ot al. (1980) has been replicated.

P
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A factor unique to the fifth study is that the situational interview
. wvas developed and conducted independently of the authors by the sponsoring
"company. That the correlation is primarily of theoretical significance
_only is a function of the high guaiity workfcrce. Consequently there was
a severe restriction of range in the performance appraisal scores. This is
because an attempt had beca made to identify, on the basis of reputation in
the industry, the very best pacple and then to recruit then. That the

effort was successful is evident by the number of pcople who havc been

terminated -- two.
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TABLE 1

Meaus, Standard Deviations, amnd Internal Consistencies |
of Ghiselll Interview, Situational Interview
and Perforaance Measures

(% = 29)
g
i
Ralizbiliry
Standard (Crenbach's
¥aon Deviation alpha)
Ghisclli interview 19.27 3.48 .55 !
Situstional Interview 72.89 9.11 .73
| Supervisor ratings 253.¢7 28.59 .86
Peer ratings 256.40 25.03 .96 3

Seif ratings 266.18 15.07 .88 o




TABLE 2 i

Intercorrelations of Supervisor, Peer and Self Ratings
Using Behavioral Observation Scales

K= 29) s
}
Self Supervisor
Surerviser .29 ——

Feer .12 2%




TABLE 3

Validity of Situational Interview Versus Ghiselli Iteuxs
with Supervisor, Self, and Peer Ratings

(N = 29)
Supervisor Peer Self
Situational ‘intervaiew .30% J42% . 50%**
Ghisellii Jrems .14 .15 A
Multiple * .40 .43 L60%*

Ao

[
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TABLE 4

The Internal Consistency of the Performance (BOS) Measures

3

: Reliability Intercorrelations
Category (alpha) 1 2

1. Safety .84

2. Work habits .89 .61

3. Job knowledge and ability .B4 .58 .61

4. Interactions with peers 91 .50 .69 .45

5. Interactions with supervisor .82 .53 .77 .66

6. Composite .86 .73 .88 .79

Qe = o T



A
y
TABLE 5 )
Criterion Suacistics for BOS Group
z
}
Lizrizion X Sn n_ i g
EOS 1 Sat. ty 3.56 .39 167 |
BOS 2 Work Hzhits 3.60 .36 147
BOS 3 Job Kriowledge 3.39 .49 167 ]
BOS 4 Feer Interactions 3.50 54 167 j
BOS 5 Interactions with Supervisor 3.22 .66 166
BOLTCT Cutooeite 3.46 .40 167
|







